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ABSTRACT
Human trafficking is a crime that effects people all over the globe and an estimated 24.9
million people are currently being exploited through some form of human trafficking.
Despite its prevalence, there are a variety of myths regarding human trafficking that are
commonly believed by the public. The proliferation of these myths can have damaging
effects and ultimately prevent survivors from receiving the help they need. The aim of
this study is to discover factors that lead to the belief of these myths about human
trafficking. To uncover these factors, a survey was administered in October 2020 and
completed by 924 respondents. Results reveal fairly widespread belief in common human
trafficking myths, however these beliefs were moderated by criminal justice exposure.
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Introduction
While many believe that slavery is a relic of the past, it persists in the form of
human trafficking. To understand the problem, we must analyze the misinformation. This
research aims to expose the misconceptions about human trafficking and determine the
factors that influence people’s beliefs in human trafficking myths. The goal is to bring
more attention to the myths of human trafficking, how those myths are impacting the
actions and reactions of officials and the public, and why those myths perpetuate. This
topic addresses a gap in the literature, as little research exists regarding why people have
come to believe myths surrounding human trafficking, and why they continue to believe
them. The following literature review will explore the crime of human trafficking, the
most common myths surrounding human trafficking, and how these myths impact both
survivors of human trafficking, as well as policy responses.
Literature Review
History
There are a wide variety of definitions of human trafficking, however the most
widely accepted is from the United Nations Protocol which defines trafficking in persons
as,
“The recruitment, transportation, transfer, harboring or receipt of persons, by
means of threat or use of force or other forms of coercion, abduction, of fraud, of
deception, of the abuse of power or of a position of vulnerability or of the giving
or receiving of payments or benefits to achieve the consent of a person having
control over another person, for the purpose of exploitation. Exploitation shall
include, at a minimum, the exploitation of the prostitution of others or other forms
of sexual exploitation, forced labour or services, slavery or practices similar to
slavery, servitude or the removal of organs” (United Nations, 2004, p. 42).
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It is also stated that the recruitment, transportation, harboring, or receipt of a child (any
person under eighteen years old) for exploitation is considered trafficking even if it does
not involve the means described above (United Nations, 2004).
For The Trafficking Victims Protection Act of 2000 (TVPA), the U.S. Department of
State (2021) also provides a definition of human trafficking:
“(a) Sex trafficking in which a commercial sex act is induced by force, fraud, or
coercion, or in which the person induced to perform such act has not attained 18
years of age; or (b) The recruitment, harboring, transportation, provision, or
obtaining of a person for labor or services, through the use of force, fraud, or
coercion for the purpose of subjection to involuntary servitude, peonage, debt
bondage, or slavery” (p. 9).
Three core elements make up the crime; act, means, and purpose (United Nations Office
on Drugs and Crime, n.d.). The act is what the trafficker must do to the victim, such as
harbor, transport, or receive. The means is the method of the act, such as coercion, fraud,
or abduction. The purpose is exploitation. Ultimately, human trafficking is a crime that
attempts to strip people of their humanity. Some definitions focus on trafficking persons
for sex, others focus on trafficking for labor. These vague or broad definitions are part of
the reason some myths exist. One of the major confusions about human trafficking is part
of the word itself: trafficking. The term connotes that people are being moved and that
this is an essential part of the offense (Kara, 2017). People assume someone must be
moved away from their home, even to another country, for them to be considered a
victim of human trafficking. The word makes it sound like transportation is the main
determinator. This constitutes one of the major myths about human trafficking which will
be further examined in the next section.
The major definitions include some of the main types of human trafficking, but
the list is quite extensive. The United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC)
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Report on Trafficking in Persons includes sexual exploitation, forced labor, criminal
activity, begging, forced marriages, baby selling, and removal of organs as forms of
trafficking exploitation (UNODC, 2020). Generally, human trafficking aims to exploit
people for an economic advantage. The major economic sectors that benefit from
trafficking include domestic work, construction work, fishing, agriculture, catering, street
trading, garment manufacturing, mining, and others (UNODC, 2020).
Anyone can be trafficked, however, the UNODC has calculated pre-existing
factors that traffickers take advantage of when selecting victims. Of reported cases,
people in economic need comprised 51% of the victims, children from dysfunctional
families represented 20% of the victims, 13% had an intimate partner function as the
trafficker, 10% had a mental, neurological, or behavioral disorder, 9% were children
without parental care, 6% had limited education or knowledge of foreign language, and
3% had and a physical disability (UNODC, 2020). These statistics reveal how traffickers
may take advantage of someone in specific situations and “victims are targeted when they
are vulnerable” (UNODC, 2020, p. 9).
Myths
There are multiple misconceptions people have about human trafficking that are
completely, or partially, untrue. A list of common myths has been provided by the
National Human Trafficking Hotline (2019):
“It’s always or usually a violent crime; All human trafficking involves
commercial sex; Only undocumented foreign nationals get trafficked in the
United States; Only women and girls can be victims and survivors of sex
trafficking; Human trafficking involves moving, traveling or transporting a person
across state or national borders; If the trafficked person consented to be in their
initial situation, then it cannot be human trafficking; People being trafficked are
physically unable to leave their situations/locked in/held against their will;
Traffickers target victims they don’t know”, etc.
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All these statements include misinformation yet are commonly believed by the public.
The effects of these myths will be explored in the next section, but for now, we will
uncover the truth behind these myths.
The most ubiquitous myth is that human trafficking is usually or always violent.
When people think about the action of trafficking a person, they think of physical force or
kidnapping such as, grabbing someone and throwing them into the back of a van. In
reality, most traffickers use psychological means to trick victims into providing
commercial sex or exploitative labor (National Human Trafficking Hotline, 2019). This
may seem harder than using violence to force someone to perform an act, however, this
can be somewhat easier to understand when you contemplate the myth about traffickers
targeting victims they do not know. The truth is, “many survivors have been trafficked by
romantic partners, including spouses, and by family members” (National Human
Trafficking Hotline, 2019, para. 11). When you consider the trust people have in those
close to them, it is much more feasible to psychologically trick a person into sexual or
labor exploitation.
After acknowledging the manipulation people go through when they become
victims of human trafficking, it can be easier to understand the truth behind the myth that
trafficking victims are locked in/held against their will. Although there are some
instances of this, more often, people in trafficking situations stay for more complicated
reasons. According to the National Human Trafficking Hotline, some victims lack the
basic necessities to physically get out – such as transportation or a safe place to live
(2019). Victims may stay in their situation because it seems like they have no other
options. Additionally, some are afraid for their safety or have been so effectively
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manipulated that they do not identify as being under the control of another person
(National Human Trafficking Hotline, 2019). Once a trafficker successfully manipulates
and isolates their victim, they can keep them under their control without keeping them
chained up.
Now if we move toward myths relating to the aftermath of being trafficked, it is
commonly assumed that victims will ask for help when they get a chance to escape or
speak to someone alone, especially a healthcare professional. AHS MEDIA describes
how “this almost never happens… victims are brainwashed, manipulated, terrified,
ashamed, and distrustful of everyone in authority” (2018, p. 3). Because victims have
been stripped of their autonomy, they may not have anywhere to go if they do receive
help. They may also fear for their life if they risk telling someone about their
situation. This truth is important to understand, especially for those who are in positions
that allow them to come across trafficking victims more often. There are tips and
strategies healthcare workers should take, in order to communicate with people that they
believe are being trafficked, without causing more risk or harm to the victim. For
instance, victims do not often leave the trafficker’s sight so there is little point in
healthcare providers trying to speak to them with the trafficker present (AHS MEDIA,
2018). The article suggests that one way to get trafficking victims alone is to walk with
them to obtain a urine sample (AHS MEDIA, 2018). Due to the psychological damage
and physical threats that they face, victims will likely not want to say anything the first
time around. However, healthcare providers can plant a seed and let them know they are
a good person to confide in (AHS MEDIA, 2018).
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It is crucial to understand where human trafficking myths originate and how they
spread. The vast majority of the American populace receives their news about current
events either online or via television media. Media representations of trafficking,
trafficking victims, and traffickers produce forms of visibility and invisibility that draw
on broader forms of representation of migrants and Indigenous peoples, particularly
women (England, 2004). “Discourses of human trafficking conjure up a series of
powerful images, associations, and narratives… the story of victimization and rescue
plays on deep-seated gendered and racialized conceptions of global relations and
provides a media-friendly framework” (De Shalit, Heynen, van der Meulen, 2014, p.406).
On top of the narratives and myths being spread through the media, they are perpetuated
by governments and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) that receive federal
funding for anti-trafficking initiatives (De Shalit et al., 2014).
Human trafficking myths are furthered even more by the confusing discourse
caused by varying definitions. With so many available definitions, human trafficking has
come to mean everything and nothing all at once (Sikka, 2019). Policymakers have been
addressing the phenomenon known as “trafficking in persons” for nearly two decades
now, yet there is still deep disagreement over the meaning of the term (Sikka, 2019). The
myths and non-uniform definitions of human trafficking have a negative influence on
policy and survivors.
Impacts
De Shalit et al. argue that anti-trafficking discourses foster support for potentially
regressive political agendas and approaches to questions of labor and migration (2014).
More specifically, the relationship between governments and NGOs is a reinforcement of
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inflated and misleading statistics, vague definitions of trafficking, harmful media
transitions, and potentially dangerous policies (De Shalit et al., 2014). Therefore, not only
do these organizations/institutions perpetuate the dispersion of myths, but they use them
to enforce their own agendas. Sikka describes how misinformation has been used to
further various restrictive criminal and immigration policies (2019).
A way in which human trafficking myths impact policy and administration relates
to the justice system. Labor trafficking prosecutions are scant; 96.3% of all federal
human trafficking prosecutions were sex trafficking cases (Smith, 2020). The
misconception that human trafficking is almost always sexual and violent in nature leaves
out all other victims who are suffering from different types of trafficking, such as labor,
organ removal, forced marriage, etc. This failure to prosecute fosters an environment
where traffickers believe they can act with impunity and where exploited workers suffer
outside the protection of the law (Smith, 2020). What’s more, the myths distract the focus
from the real needs and struggles of trafficking survivors. “Most formerly trafficked
persons’ everyday struggles are unrecognized, misunderstood, and unaddressed… far
from the sensationalized headlines that depict abuse or focus on escape, trafficking
survivors’ experiences involve everyday tasks of resettlement” (Brennan, 2015, p. 613).
In combination with the effects victims face from their traffickers, and the lack of
protection from the law, they face effects from society as well. Survivors are often
subjected to a devalued social status and/or are socially isolated from their communities
and families leading to languishing mental health, fear of disclosing the incident, a loss of
livelihood, forced relocation, and/or avoidance of medical services (Samantha et al.,
2021).
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Justification for the current study
Since human trafficking myths have spread and have drastic impacts on peoples’
lives, it is necessary to learn more about why people believe them. The current study
focuses on a broad question, “What factors are associated with the belief in human
trafficking myths?” Given the breadth of that question, four smaller research questions
are being explored.
Methodology
Research Questions
The following research questions will be explored in the current study.
RQ1: What is the relationship between belief in a dangerous world and Human
Trafficking Myths?
RQ2: How does the consumption of CJ-centric television shows influence belief in
human trafficking Myths?
RQ3: How does exposure to the criminal justice system through family influence belief
in human trafficking Myths?
RQ4: Does experience with the criminal justice system, either as a student, employee,
offender, or victim influence belief in human trafficking Myths?
Survey Design
In order to discover the factors that lead to human trafficking beliefs, an electronic
survey was distributed via Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (mTurk) in October 2020 and
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collected data from 924 respondents. This design was most appropriate for measuring
perceptions and attitudes. Furthermore, the online format allowed for more participation.
Since the goal was to understand people’s beliefs, it is micro-level research, with
individuals being the unit of analysis. The survey method was chosen over interviews for
the purpose of obtaining information from more people. Additionally, close-ended
questions were employed in the survey to gather standard information and responses that
could be coded and analyzed without a wide variety of unnecessary responses.
Dependent variable
The primary dependent variable in the study is Belief in Human Trafficking
Myths. This was measured by asking respondents to indicate their level of agreement on a
5-point scale (1=Strongly Disagree, 5=Strongly Agree) with the following statements: 1)
Human Trafficking involves moving, traveling, or transporting a person across state or
international borders; 2) All human trafficking involves commercial sex; 3) Only women
and girls are the victims of human trafficking; 4) The victims of human trafficking are
kidnapped; 5) Human trafficking only happens in developing, foreign countries; 6) If a
person receives any kind of payment for sex, he or she is not being trafficked; and 7)
Human trafficking victims will seek help as soon as they have the opportunity.
Independent variables
A variety of independent variables are being examined in the current study
including, Dangerous World Beliefs, Experience with the CJS, Exposure to the CJS
through family, Media Consumption, and Residential Location.
Dangerous World Beliefs was measured by asking respondents to indicate their
level of agreement on a 5-point scale (1=Strongly Disagree, 5=Strongly Agree) with the
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following statements: 1) Any day now chaos and anarchy could erupt around us. All
signs are pointing to it; 2) There are many dangerous people in our society who will
attack someone out of pure meanness, for no reason at all; 3) The world we live in is
basically a dangerous and unpredictable place, in which good, decent and moral people’s
values and way of life are threatened and disrupted by bad people; 4) It seems that every
year there are fewer and fewer truly respectable people and more and more persons with
no morals at all who threaten everyone else.
CJS experiences were measured by asking respondents to indicate, yes or no, if
they have ever: 1) taken college classes about criminology or the criminal justice system;
2) been the victim of a crime; 3) been arrested. Exposure to CJS through family was
measured by asking respondents to answer yes or no to the following questions: Do any
of your family members work for the criminal justice system? (i.e., law enforcement,
courts, corrections). Respondents were also asked to indicate with yes or no if any of
their family members have: 1) been the victim of a crime; 2) been arrested.
TV/Entertainment experiences were measured by asking respondents to indicate
with yes or no if they have, in the past or currently, regularly watched any of the
following: 1) fictional crime shows (i.e., Criminal Minds, 9-11, NCIS, CSI, Blue Bloods,
Law and Order, etc.); or 2) true crime shows or documentaries (i.e., Dateline, 48 Hours,
Cops, Live PD, etc.). Respondents were also asked: Are investigative crime shows your
favorite genre of television? Answer options were 1. Yes or 2. No, I like other genres
more.
Demographics of respondents were measured by asking about the year of birth,
sex, and race. For the year of birth, respondents were asked to indicate a year between
12

1990 and 2020. For sex, respondents were asked to select male, female, or other. For
race, respondents were asked to identify which race they most closely identified with,
however some options were later collapsed into an “Other” category due to non or low
response rates.
Results
Data Analysis
The survey data was analyzed using an SPSS program. After running descriptive
statistics for each question, bivariate analysis in the form of t-tests and correlations were
run to find significant differences between respondents.
Results
The results of the survey reveal that the sample is comprised of 58.2% male
(n=489) and 41.8% female (n=351). The respondents by race consisted of 72% White
(n=608), 12.1% African American (n=102), 7.1% Asian (n=60), and 8.9% other races
(n=75). The average age of the sample is 37.85 years old with a standard deviation of
10.62. For a complete list of demographics please see Table One.
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Table One: Demographics

Sex

Race

Age

N

%

Female
Male
Total

351
489
840

41.8
58.2
100

White
African American
Asian
Other Race
Total

608
102
60
75
845

72
12.1
7.1
8.9
100

Mean
37.8544

SD
10.62463

The results begin with an analysis of beliefs in human trafficking myths. As seen
in Table Two, when asked about the agreement with the statement “Human trafficking
involves moving, traveling or transporting across borders,” 64.9% of respondents
(n=548) agreed or strongly agreed. When asked about agreement regarding the statement
“All human trafficking involves commercial sex”, 62.9% of respondents (n=531)
disagreed or strongly disagreed. When asked about agreement with the statement “Only
women and girls are the victims of human trafficking,” 57.7% of respondents (n=486)
strongly disagreed. When asked about agreement with the statement “Human trafficking
victims are kidnapped,” 26.2% of respondents (n=221) were neutral and 51.4% (n=434)
agreed or strongly agreed. When asked about agreement with the statement “Human
trafficking only happens in developing, foreign countries,” 78.9% of respondents (n=665)
disagreed or strongly disagreed. When asked about agreement with the statement “If a
person receives any kind of payment for sex, he or she is not being trafficked,” 72.8% of
respondents (n=615) disagreed or strongly disagreed. Finally, when asked about
14

agreement with the statement “Human trafficking victims will seek help as soon as they
have the opportunity,” 59.6% of respondents (n=503) disagreed or strongly disagreed
while 30.9% (n=261) were neutral or agreed. For a complete list of responses please see
Table Two.
Table Two: Myths

Human trafficking involves moving,
traveling, or transporting a person across
state or international borders.
All human trafficking involves
commercial sex.
Only women and girls are the victims of
human trafficking.
The victims of human trafficking are
kidnapped.
Human trafficking only happens in
developing, foreign countries.
If a person receives any kind of payment
for sex, he or she is not being trafficked.
Human trafficking victims will seek
help as soon as they have the
opportunity.

SD

D

N

66
7.8%

91
139
249
299
10.8% 16.5% 29.5% 35.4%

270
32%
486
57.7%
66
7.8%
551
65.4%
478
56.6%

261
30.9%
161
19.1%
124
14.7%
114
13.5%
137
16.2%

287
34%

216
159
102
80
25.6% 18.8% 12.1% 9.5%

137
16.2%
60
7.1%
221
26.2%
69
8.2%
97
11.5%

A

126
14.9%
83
9.9%
283
33.5%
69
8.2%
97
11.5%

SA

50
5.9%
52
6.2%
151
17.9%
39
4.6%
35
4.1%

Respondents were also asked about dangerous world beliefs. The results from this
analysis vary, with answers spread out between agreement and disagreement. As shown
in Table Three, when asked about their level of agreement with the statement “Any day
now chaos and anarchy could erupt around us,” 43.5% of respondents (n=367) disagreed
or strongly disagreed and 38.1% (n=322) agreed or strongly agreed. When asked about
the statement “There are many dangerous people in our society who will attack someone
out of pure meanness, for no reason at all,” almost half of the respondents agreed or
strongly agreed. When asked about the statement “It seems that every year there are
fewer and fewer truly respectable people, and more and more persons with no morals at
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all who threaten everyone else,” 41.9% of respondents (n=354) disagreed or strongly
disagreed while 41.3% (n=349) agreed or strongly agreed. For the final dangerous world
belief, when asked about the statement “The world we live in is basically a dangerous and
unpredictable place, in which good, decent, and moral people’s values and way of life are
threatened and disrupted by bad people,” 62.8% of respondents (n=531) were either
neutral, agreed, or strongly agreed. For a complete list of responses please see Table
Three.
Table Three: Dangerous world beliefs
Any day now chaos and anarchy could
erupt around us. All signs are pointing to
it.
There are many dangerous people in our
society who will attack someone out of
pure meanness, for no reason at all.
It seems that every year there are fewer
and fewer truly respectable people, and
more and more persons with no morals at
all who threaten everyone else.
The world we live in is basically a
dangerous and unpredictable place, in
which good, decent, and moral people's
values and way of life are threatened and
disrupted by bad people.

SD

D

N

A

SA

168
19.9%

199
156
222
100
23.6% 18.5% 26.3% 11.8%

116
13.7%

174
159
270
20.6% 18.8% 32%

142
16.8%

212
142
235
114
25.1% 16.8% 27.8% 13.5%

135
16%

179
176
244
111
21.2% 20.8% 28.9% 13.1%

126
14.9%

Tale Four reflects CJ centric media consumption. Respondents indicated, yes or
no, to three questions about crime shows, movies, and the genre itself. When asked if, in
the past or currently, they have regularly watched fictional crime shows (examples
given), 64.4% of respondents (n=544) said yes. When asked if, in the past or currently,
they have regularly watched true crime shows or documentaries (examples given), 57.5%
of respondents (n=486) said yes. When asked if investigative crime shows are their
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favorite genre of television, 74% of respondents (n=625) said no. For a complete list of
responses and show examples see Table Four.
Table Four: Crime TV consumption
In the past or currently, have you regularly watched - fictional
crime shows? (i.e. Criminal Minds, 9-11, NCIS, CSI, Blue
Bloods, Law and Order, etc.)
In the past or currently, have you regularly watched - true
crime shows or documentaries? (i.e. Dateline, 48 Hours, Cops,
Live PD, etc.)
Are investigative crime shows your favorite genre of
television?

Yes
544
64.4%

No
301
35.6%

486
57.5%

359
42.5%

220
26%

625
74%

Respondents were asked to indicate their involvement with the criminal justice
system either through employment, family, victimization, or arrest. When asked if they
have ever been the victim of a crime, 55.8% of respondents (n=471) said no. When asked
if they have ever been arrested, 79.4% of respondents (n=671) said no. When asked if any
of their family members have been the victim of a crime, 50.4% of respondents (n=426)
said no. When asked if any of their family members have been arrested, 67.6% of
respondents (n=571) said no. When asked if they have ever been employed in the
criminal justice system (examples given), 91.2% of respondents (n=771) said no. When
asked if any of their family members work for the criminal justice system (examples
given), 82.7% of respondents (n=699) said no. The majority of the respondents answered
no for all the questions about CJS involvement, however, nearly half said yes to being the
victim of a crime or their family members being the victim of a crime. For a full list of
responses and employment examples see Table Five.
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Table Five: CJ Involvement
Have you ever been the victim of a crime?
Have you ever been arrested?
Do any of your family members work for the criminal justice
system? (i.e. law enforcement, courts, corrections)?
Have any of your family members been the victim of a
crime?
Have any of your family members been arrested?
Have you ever been employed in the criminal justice system
(i.e. law enforcement, courts, corrections)?
Have you ever taken college classes about criminology or
criminal justice?
*Numbers do not add to 100% due to missing data

Yes
373
44.2%
174
20.6%
137
16.2%
417
49.3%
273
32.3%
68
8%
155
18.3%

No
471
55.8%
671
79.4%
699
82.7%
426
50.4%
571
67.6%
771
91.2%
690
81.7%

Bivariate analyses were run to explore the research questions regarding how these
factors correlate with belief in human trafficking myths. Table Six reflects the t-test
results. Regarding demographics, males (x̅=17.78) indicated higher beliefs in human
trafficking myths than females (x̅=16.70; p=.008). Respondents who had taken a college
class about criminal justice (x̅=21.50) had also reported higher beliefs in human
trafficking myths than those who had not (x̅=16.40; p=<.001). Respondents who had been
the victim of a crime (x̅=16.34) reported lower levels of agreement with human
trafficking myths than those who had not (x̅=18.03; p=<.001). Similarly, respondents
who had family members who were victimized (x̅=16.66) also reported lower levels of
belief in the myths compared to having no family members victimized (x̅=17.87; p=.003).
Respondents who had been employed in the CJ system (x̅=25.57) were more likely to
believe the human trafficking myths than those who had not been employed in the CJ
system (x̅=16.54; p=<.001). These findings should be interpreted with caution as the
sample size for those employed in the CJ system was quite small (n=65).
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Individuals with family members employed in the CJ system (x̅=21.39) indicated
higher beliefs in human trafficking myths than those who had no family employed in the
CJ system (x̅=16.46; p=<.001). Regarding CJ centric media, respondents who reported
watching fictional crime shows (x̅=17.68) reported higher agreement with human
trafficking myths than those who do not watch the genre (x̅=16.61; p=.011). Interestingly,
there were no significant differences in the level of myth belief between respondents who
watch true crime documentaries and those who do not. There was a statistically
significant difference in belief in human trafficking myths between those who had been
arrested (x̅=18.61) and those who had not (x̅=16.96; p=<.001). Conversely, the difference
in beliefs between respondents who had family members arrested versus no family
members arrested was not significant. For a complete list of results please see Table Six.
Table Seven presents the correlations between dangerous world beliefs and beliefs
in human trafficking myths. All of the human trafficking myths were significantly
correlated with dangerous world beliefs at the 0.01 level, but some relationships were
stronger than others. There is a significant association with the belief, “Any day now,
chaos and anarchy could erupt around us” and the human trafficking myth “Only women
and girls are the victims of human trafficking” (r=.350, p<.01). This dangerous world
belief is also strongly associated with the myth “If a person receives any kind of payment
for sex, he or she is not being trafficked” (r=.354, p<.01).
The dangerous world belief “It seems that every year there are fewer and fewer
truly respectable people, and more and more persons with no morals at all who threaten
everyone else” had strong associations with five of the human trafficking myths including
“All human trafficking involves commercial sex” (r=.377, p<.01), “Only women and
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girls are the victims of human trafficking” (r=.379, p<.01), “Human trafficking only
happens in developing, foreign countries” (r=.360, p<.01), “If a person receives any kind
of payment for sex, he or she is not being trafficked” (r=.380, p<.01), and “Human
trafficking victims will seek help as soon as they have the opportunity” (r=.365, p<.01).
For a complete list of correlations please see Table Seven.
Table Six: t-tests
Female
Male
Taken CJS class
Have not taken CJS class
Been victimized
Not been victimized
Family victimization
No family victimization
Employed in CJS
Not employed in CJS
Family employed in CJS
No family employed in CJS
Views crime shows
Does not view crime shows
Crime is favorite TV genre
Crime is not favorite TV genre
Views true crime docs.
Does not view true crime docs.
Been arrested
Not been arrested
Family member arrested
No family member arrested

N
349
481
151
684
368
466
410
423
65
764
134
692
537
289
214
621
479
356
170
665
270
564

Mean
16.70
17.78
21.50
16.40
16.34
18.03
16.66
17.87
25.57
16.54
21.39
16.46
17.68
16.61
21.40
15.88
17.27
17.34
18.61
16.96
16.88
17.48

SD
5.30
6.15
7.17
5.04
5.41
6.03
5.79
5.77
5.99
5.19
7.19
5.10
5.96
5.54
6.92
4.63
5.64
6.08
5.41
5.52
5.83
5.82

df

t

p

828

-2.649

.008

833

-10.390

<.001

832

4.193

<.001

831

-3.019

.003

827

13.287

<.001

824

9.505

<.001

833

2.542

.011

833

13.094

<.001

833

-.183

.855

833

-3.315

<.001

832

-1.407

.080
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Table Seven: Correlations
x1

x2

x3

x4

y1

y2

y3

y4

y5

y6

y7

Chaos & anarchy (x1)

1

Dangerous people (x2)

.607*

1

Fewer good people (x3)

.661*

.695*

1

Dangerous & unpredictable world (x4)

.657*

.716*

.718*

1

Moving across borders (y1)

.103*

.123*

.130*

.105*

1

Commercial sex (y2)

.335*

.308*

.377*

.305*

.105*

1

Women & girls (y3)

.350*

.260*

.379*

.304*

-.003

.539*

1

Kidnapped (y4)

.156*

.190*

.207*

.203*

.310*

.291*

.138*

1

Developing/foreign countries (y5)

.339*

.275*

.360*

.301*

.024

.533*

.763*

.149*

1

Payment for sex (y6)

.354*

.287*

.380*

.319*

-.006

.457*

.726*

.162*

.736*

1

Seek help (y7)

.322*

.299*

.365*

.330*

.052

.456*

.668*

.200*

.624*

.608* 1

*. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed)

Discussion and Conclusion
With regards to the first research question, “What is the relationship between
dangerous world beliefs and Human Trafficking myths?,” it was discovered that
respondents who agreed or strongly agreed with the statements were also more likely to
agree with the human trafficking myths. Prior research has noted that consuming news
and media can influence people’s perceptions of the world. For example, in their
examination of cultivation studies, Gerbner et al. discovered that “heavy viewers of
television are more likely than light viewers to perceive the world as a frightening and
scary place” (2010, p. 6). News and media can impact viewers' perceptions of the world,
along with their beliefs about topics. Prior research suggests that the media contributes to
myths about human trafficking and influences the perpetuation of these myths (England,
2004).
Relating to the second research question, “How does consumption of CJ-centric
television shows influence belief in human trafficking myths?”, those who consumed
media through the form of fictional crime shows and having investigative crime shows as
a favorite genre of television were more likely to believe the human trafficking myths.
Previous research has long argued that fictional media influences how people think and
feel about crime, justice, and punishment (Welsh, Fleming, & Dowler, 2011). These
findings compliment this argument by identifying how fictional crime shows impact
people’s thoughts about human trafficking. Watching true crime documentaries had no
impact on respondents' beliefs. Drawing from these results, it can be inferred that
fictional CJ television shows contain more misinformation than true crime
shows/documentaries. With regard to policy implications, media producers need to

provide more realistic portrayals of crime since they hold this ability to influence viewers'
thoughts and perceptions.
For the third and fourth research questions, “How does experience with the
criminal justice system, either as a student, employee, offender, or victim influence belief
in human trafficking myths?” and “How does exposure to the criminal justice system
through family influence belief in human trafficking myths?” findings were very similar,
but also mixed. Respondents who had experience with the system as a victim and
respondents who had family members previously victimized were less likely to believe
the myths. Conversely, those who had experience with the system through employment,
previous arrest (either themselves or a family member), or education were more likely to
believe the myths. Since belief in human trafficking myths could hamper identifying
potential victims, the policy implications for those with criminal justice employment and
education are clear. Education and training for law enforcement officers, in particular,
should focus on the realities of human trafficking. With better training, officers may be
able to identify human trafficking victims, which may lead to more successful
prosecutions.
Limitations
Unfortunately, there were some drawbacks and limitations to the study. Since the
survey was administered via mTurk, only those who wanted to participate or receive the
incentive would have filled it out. Because of this, the sample may not be truly random,
and these findings may not apply to the population at large. Moreover, some of the
factors analyzed only had a small sample answer “yes.” More specifically, the
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examination of criminal justice employees may not provide accurate data to reflect the
entire population or those employed in the field.
Additionally, if this study were to be replicated or restarted, the wording of some
of the myth statements should be adjusted to be more specific. For instance, “The victims
of human trafficking are kidnapped” is technically true in some cases. Therefore, it could
be beneficial to add “always” to make it more clearly a myth. This could have impacted
the answers of some respondents.
Recommendations
For further research into human trafficking myths, I would suggest expanding the
investigation beyond the United States. Human trafficking is not an isolated issue. It
impacts people all over the globe, so it would be interesting to see how other nations
view the crime and its myths. Even determining the difference (if any) between various
regions of the United States could provide interesting insight. Diving deeper into some of
the factors from this study would be beneficial for a greater understanding of why people
believe in human trafficking myths. For example, it could be helpful to investigate when
criminal justice classes were taken. Do criminology students from a decade ago have
different beliefs than those who just graduated? Another topic to research further relates
to respondents who have been arrested. I would suggest exploring the relationship
between different types of offenders, their perceptions about crime, the justice system,
and human trafficking myths. Finally, it would be advantageous to understand more
about where these myths come from, how they perpetuate, and how to get in front of
them and share the truth with professionals and the public.
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